Nobody Puts Baby in the Booth

Katie Bakalarski


	I remember it perfectly. I was sitting at the tutor table, minding my own business, half-heartedly trying to get some work done for the next day’s classes.  Across the table, my fellow tutors began talking about their 21st birthday celebrations, for whatever reason.  One of them scowled and said, “I don’t turn 21 until November.”  Everyone was surprised he was so young; they didn’t know he was “still a baby.”  He looked at me, and asked how old I was.  Meekly, I managed to mutter, “nineteen.”
	
“Woah, she’s the baby of the group!” echoed all around me.  
	
When I was accepted as a tutor at the end of my freshman year, someone gave me the impression that few tutors were sophomores, so I was prepared for being the baby.  I was sure I didn’t have enough knowledge or experience for the task at hand.  But even though I had come to terms with my unintelligence, I still dreaded everything.  I dreaded my first practicum class.  I dreaded my first day at the tutor table.  I dreaded my first session.  I dreaded my first walk-in.  I dreaded my first ESL learner.  Actually, I’m still dreading my first ESL learner.  Every time I get past another dreaded first, I breathe a sigh of relief.  Turns out Baby can dance! …er…tutor.

People have always told me I am a good writer.  I don’t really believe them.  I’m not better at writing than anyone else, I just utilize my writing talents a bit more.  Plus, I am good at making stuff up.  Seriously, give me a blue book and I’ll tell you anything you want to know about the War of 1792.  Was there a War of 1792?  Heck if I know. I’m a communication major, and I’m going into public relations…all I care about is if you like me.

Therein lay my problems.  I can’t make stuff up when I’m tutoring (which is all I’m good at), and my learners won’t like me if I don’t help them (and I really just want them to like me).  But I can’t help them if I’m too young to know anything and can’t make stuff up.  Going into the booth means it’s time to put my big-girl pants on.  Or dress, seeing as we’re dirty dancing here.  

  Luckily, I found solutions to both problems with my ’57 learners. First off, they’re both freshmen.  They’re the babies, not me.  If they know more than I do, they at least don’t know what to expect from a ’57 course, so whatever I do will be their norm.  I bonded with both of them over a love of One Tree Hill and a fear of poetry.  Then, I discovered the most powerful tool in tutoring…questions.  Maybe I can’t make up some grammar rules, but I can make up questions, and eventually, they’ll lead me where I need to be.  Turns out ‘57’s are easy: we laugh, we cry, I ask a few questions, and we revise a few papers.  Piece of cake!

Fortunately, my practicum class is not as “old” as I was made to think.  There are plenty of sophomores in there, and plenty of veteran tutors started their sophomore year, too!  I just wish I could remember who told me I was young for a tutor.  I wasn’t a baby; actually, I’m not even the youngest practicum tutor.   And the class isn’t scary.  In fact, all it did was make me realize how boring all my other classes were.  Now I have Bobbie and Mo to thank for making all my other professors really have to work for my affection.

Then you’ve got the tutor table.  I’ve already explained how I became the baby of the group.  The first day I sat there, someone asked what my major was, and then told me I was pretty quiet for a communication major (a pretty big pet peeve of most comm. students, for future reference).  Turns out I did act like a baby there…why couldn’t I just open up?  Eventually I crawled out of my shell, put my big-girl dress on, and have since had some pretty interesting conversations with some pretty awesome people who don’t care how young, naïve, or unprepared I am.  They even gave me tips for how to go about finding a house for next year and to calm my mom’s nerves about it.  It’s like having big brothers and sisters! …Which, I guess, puts me back in baby-mode, but I’ve come to terms with that.

Now for my first walk-in.  I didn’t have age or experience on her.  Plus, she was a history major, so if there wasn’t a War of 1792, she would know that I was making it up.  When Cheryl handed me the papers and I directed the learner to the booth, I was ready to cry.  Who knew one of my learners would have a crier before I did?  It took ten minutes of questions (like I said, they are pretty powerful!) to figure out that all she needed was a citation.  Now that, I can do.  I got to show off my citation expertise and surprise everyone with my stunning performance.  The audience was going crazy for me!  Well, they would, if they were watching.

I learned a lot this semester, but I really had to focus in on two things. First off, not everyone will like me, but most will, if I’m friendly, helpful, and try my best.  And secondly, I can’t make up answers, but I can make up questions; and eventually they will lead my learner, and me, to where we need to be.  Oh, and a third: I’m not as dumb as I think I am.  In the end, I just needed to be pushed into the booth to see my full potential, kicking and screaming.  Or whimpering, which was usually the case.  Being nineteen won’t stop the veterans from giving me a helping hand, sitting quietly in class would have gotten me nowhere, and sitting in the corner of the tutor table won’t stop Cheryl from handing me a walk-in’s papers.  So when you’re dreading your next first, just think of me, or Patrick Swayze, if that motivates you more, and get your big-girl dress on…it’s time to shine. 

(Postscript: I have since had my first…and second…ESL learner. And I survived.)
